US Schools Fail To Offer Music, Art

Nearly one American school in five fails to offer music or art classes - even once a week - according to an Education Department study.

``In this age of information and when our economy is increasingly built on generating ideas, it is a serious mistake to shortchange our children's instruction in the arts,'' Education Secretary Richard W. Riley said in a statement.

A 1997 study of eighth graders found that ``most American children are infrequently or never given serious instruction or performance opportunities in music, the arts or theater - that's wrong,'' Riley said.

``Arts education can be a creative way of connecting young people into education. The arts help them learn to solve problems, think creatively and develop mental discipline,'' Riley said.

Many schools, especially those in cash-strappped big-city districts, have had to cut back spending on arts classes as their tax bases have shrunk, and as spending on areas like computers and special education have taken up larger parts of their budgets.

Music was the most commonly offered arts class: 81 percent of schools say it is taught at least once a week. Just 9 percent of schools offered no music courses at all.

Visual arts were taught at least once a week at 77 percent of schools, and 17 percent offered no such classes.

Weekly theater arts classes were offered at 17 percent of schools, with that subject unavailable at 74 percent of schools. And dance was offered at least once a week at 7 percent of schools, while it was unavailable at 80 percent.

Even at schools where the courses are offered, not everyone takes part. For example, only one in four eighth graders reported being asked to sing or play a music instrument at least once a week according to results of the first National Assessment of

Educational Progress in the arts.

The NAEP study, often called the nation's report card, was done in 1997 on a representative sample of students across the nation attending both public and private schools. Previous report cards have assessed students' performance in math, history, reading and science.

